66

BN B D U 9 e Y Y e Y e w W w e w e w

bAbLELLELLLLEL B BB LGB

THE SYNTHETIE CENTURY

Collage from Cubiem to Postmodernism

The twentieth century was a peried of tremendous
sacial consciousness in the visual arts —of incessant
referencings of contemporary life by artists working
in all media. While modernist critics attempted to
sce art in its purity, at some remove from society,
artists themselves continued to quote mass cultur-
al phenomena in their work, Nowhere is this more
apparent thart in the remarkably rich, and varied,
collage and papier collé ' creations that have been
produced throughout the past ninety years. Invent-
ed in 1972, during the intense collaborative exple-
rations of Cubism by Georges Braque and Pablo
Picasso, the media of papier collé and collage have
incorporated actual objects from the real world (bits
of newspaper stories, ticket stubs, cancelled stamps,
scraps of fabric or plastic, etc.) on a twe-dimensicn-
al surface. Artists working in these media have
used the collage element to vastly different ends,
from the literal to the metaphorical, including: as
a straight representation of itself; as a formalist or
abstract demarcation of an area of flat color {or
pattern, texture, shape); or even to convey a meta-
phor or pun. Such direct citation of the world has
been revolutionary for the visual arts. As Donald
Kuspit remarked, “Collage destroys the effective-
ness of the idea...that art's highest achievement is
not simply te create an illusion of life, but to func-
tion as a kind of representation of it. Life can be
directly referenced—directly incorporated into
art...Collage also destroys the idea that life is a
stable whole.”

Much has been written about the profound ef-
fect of the Industrial Revolution, of mass-produc-
tion, on the visual arts in the nineteenth century,
and its growing significance in the twentieth. Fer
the Cubists, the infiltration into society at large of
such a broad range of new media and materials
ultimately led to the physical infiltration of such
materizls into their work in the forms of papier
collé and collage. Several art historians, including

Thoras Crow, Christine Poggl, Roszlind Krauss,
and Robert Rosenblum, have closely investigated
this phenomenon of how “low,” mass-produced
commodities such as newspaper and wallpaper
found their way into canvases and drawings by
Picasso and Braque to ultimately challenge the
very nature of what was considered “fine” art. “The
many machine-made materials and artifacts that
turn up in Cubist collages establish a parallel be-
tween...previously distinct cultural codes. The re-
sulting works do not celebrate the machine or the
popular commodity so much as redefine originali-
ty.”? Would collage have had the same impact on the
art of the twentieth century if Picasso and Brague
had glued bits of old manuscript pages onto their
works? Or if Picasso had limited his palette to tra-
ditional oil paints and not allowed himsell to ex-
periment with such recently developed media as
Ripolin enamel?4
While such examinations of the incorporation
of mass-manufactured materials into collage have
been significant and enlightening, they have con-
centrated largely on Cubist, Futurist. and Dada
works and specifically on the media available to
artists before 1g25. Yet it is impertant to note that
the license the Cubists gave themselves to integrate
into their vocabularies such unsanctioned materi-
als gave subsequent generations of artists license
to adopt an everincreasing variety of nontraditional
media and methods. It was the very nature of this
collision of such disparate materials in Cubist col-
lage—the coexistence of new, often commercially
produced materials and more traditional, fine art
materials—that informed the new medium and
helped to facilitate its monumental impact on all
Western art produced since 1912. Ultimately, this
has spurred generations of artists to segue into
new realms of artistic expression, and to continue
to push the boundaries of what art is and can be.
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Collage is appealing largely becayse of its accessi-
bility. Through its inclusion of recognizable, real-
life elements, collage offers a natural entreée into
what is often » quite abstract composition. Though
highly complex and often enigmatic, collage pro-
vides even the individual most unfamiliar with
modern art a tangible, identifiable element from
the real world—g W2y to get beyond the abstraction
and toward a deeper understanding of the worlk as
a whole. Decontextualized from its original func.
tion, a collage element also Presents the viewer with
a new way in which to perceive the world, Ina col-
lage “[the artistic fragments refine the |ife frag-
ments, giving them appeal to a more contempiative
level of consciousness than s customary in everyday
life, making them safely formal and agsthetically
significant. ‘Laundered,’ the life fragments have. .
a ‘crispness’ they did not have in life."s And this
points to the other stiongly appealing quality of
collage: it is, typically, a less sober art form, There is
astrong element of freedorm in collage, a tendency
to experiment more, to pun-—qualities that are of.
ten missing in work by the same atist in another
medium. As Robert Motherwel] ONCe commented:
"I do feel more joyfirl with collage, less austere. A
form of play. Which painting, in general, is not, for
me, at Jeast.”6
Itis almost a cliché now, at the turn of the twen.
ty-first century, to remark that the invention of col-
lage? has had a greater and mote profound effect
on twentieth-century art than any other develop-
ment. After all, collage is now so broad a term as
to include under its rubric the assembiage, found
object, and even certain film and video. By limiting
this exhibition to 2 selection of Paper-based collages,
the aim is to focus more intently on the materials
that form these works as two-dimensional creations,
and hence on the concepts that inform them as cul-
tural objects. {The paints, drawing materials, fab-
rics, papers, plastics, etc., referred to throughout
this essay are discussed in further detail in the
catalogue’s appendix on media and materials.) This
essay is not meant to offer a comprehensive his-
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torical overview of coliage or of the various artists
and moverments that have embraced the medium
Rather, using examples from the Yale University
Art Gallery's rich collection, it intends to offer a
general look at the everexpanding vocabulary of
materials and media used by artists working in
collage that have served net only to express individ-
ual artistic intent or to reflact the tirne in which 2
collage was made, but alse to define the medium
throughout its ninety-year history.

From the September day i1 1912 when Georges
Braque purchased and later included in his char-
coal drawing on fine artist's paper three pieces of
Jaux bais (imitation woodgrain) paper to create the
fivst papier colis, @ the medium of collage has been
ong in which traditiona] *high art” materials have
commingled with cheaper, mass-preduced con-
stumer products, the ephemaral detritus of mod-
ern life. Just a few months before, in the spring of
1912, Pablo Picasso had glued to a1 oval canvas a
piece of cilcloth with simulated chair-caning pat-
tern and affixed to the outer edge a loop of heavy
rope to create the first trye collage.™ [n thase play-
tul explorations, neither Braque nor Picasso intend.
ed to “inven:” a new medium. ¥ Rather, they incor-
porated prefabricated materials into their Cubist
compositions as short-hand substitutes for drawn
or painted objects which, when pasted onle a pic-
ture surface, challenged the picture’s illusory power
as well as the traditional Separation of representa.
tion and reality. What is more, by using such non.
traditional, real-life objects, Braque, Picasso, and
subsequent artists working in collage challenged
what they felt to be antiquated, nineteenth-cenmry
distinctions between fine or “high” art and ama-
teur or “low” art. In s doing, they_b_rggc_i_gq_e_c_i_ the
Ppalette of materials available to twentieth-century
artists and Lllfimétely widened the parameters and
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This is not to say that Braque included faux bois
wallpaper in his still life because it was a commer-
cially produced material or because it reminded him
of his "low"” art roots as the son of 2 housepainter.
Rather, it is to point out that, for Braque and Picasso,
such concerns about what was or was not a suitable
fine art material were irrelevant. What was at issue
was how to continue to create representational (non-
abstract) works while producing ever more compley
fragmentations of three-dimensional reality on a
two-dimensional surface. What was also at issue
for the Cubists was how to reintroduce color into
their monochrome compositions without investing
color with the connotative or emotional import it
had for the Impressionist, Neo-lipressionist, and
Symbelist artists who preceded thein,

In the mid- to late nineteenth century such
artists as Edouard Manet, Georges Seurat, and
Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec relished the depiction
of “low” culture (life in the café or brothel) in their
canvases and prints. Yet it was not until the advent
of Cubism in the twentieth century and specifically
the advent of collage that the oozing of the low, the
ordinary. the everyday into fine or “high” art became
a tangible, physical, and henceforth inseparable part
of two-dimensional artistic production. As Thomas
Crow has noted, “The principle of collage construe-
tion itself collapses the distinction between high and

low by transforming the totalizing creative practice

of traditional painting into a fragmented consump-
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tlon of already existing manufactyred images,
For the: Cubists, as Christine Poggi kas aptly ob-
served. the very medium of collage undermined
the process by which works of art themselves in-
evitably become commodities in the modern world.
“Indeed, many of the formal and material proper-
ties of Cubist collages and constructions seemed
designad specifically to elude the apparently in-
evitable process of commodification. Many collages
and constructions, for example, were structurally
fragile, made of bits of paper pasted or pinned to
a paper support, the drawing executed in friable,
unvarnished charcoal.”

The Italian Futurist artists, working at the
same lime as the Cubists, enthusizstical-
ly embraced the new medium, finding in
it a way to give physical form to the speed.
dynamism, force, simultaneity, and motion
of the machine age. In an article published
in a June 1914 issue of the [talian journal
Lacerba, Carlo Carrd advocated the use of any
material in a work of art as long as it wzs true

to the artist's vision: “If an individual pos<esses

this sense will always lie within the domzin of
painting. Woed. paper, cloth. leather, glass. swring.

oil-cloth, majolica, tin and ali metals, colors. glue,

etc., etc., will enter as most legitimate materials in
our present artistic constructions... Thus, if &ll cat-
egories become modified and destroyed, categories
which were completely arbitrary in anv casz. and
which made of art an artificial garme peipetrased with
colors and capvas, for art this will be an advzntage,
for it will be Iiberated from every prejudice and will
mavifest itself in its greatest sincerity and purity.”#
Certainly, many artists who have embraced the
collage medium cver the past ninety years hava
shared Carrd's desire to free artistic praducton
from any material rules. In their attempt to break
away from the past—{from its antiguated stvles as
much as from its narrow vocabulary of sanctioned
materials—these artists have endeavored to create
work that resonates with the avant-garde present,
both stylistically and physically, through an isicor-
poration of new media and materials. In 1923 Kurt
Schwitters, a premier collage artist associated with
the Dada and Constructvist movements in Weimar
Germany, claimed: “Every means is right when it
serves its end... What the material signified before
its use in the work of art is a matter of indifference
so long as it is properly evaluated and given artis-
tic meaning in the work of art. And so T began to
construct pictures out of materials I happened to
have at hand, such as streetcar tickets, cloakroom
checks, bits of wood, wire, twine, bent whesls, tis-
sue paper, tin cans, chips of glass, etc. These things
are inserted into the picture either as they are or
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else modified in accordance with what the picture
requires." % And in 1946, the Abstract Expression-
ist artist Robert Motherwell, another devotee to the
medium of collage, stated: “The sensation of phys-
ically operating in the world is very strong in the
mediun of the papier collé or collage, in which vari-
ous kinds of paper are pasted to the canvas, One
cuts and chooses and shifts and pastes, and some-
times tears off and begins again...What an inspira-
tion the medium is! Colors on the palette or mixed
in jars on the floor, assorted papers. or a canvas of a
certain concrete space—noc matter what, the paint-
ing mind is put into motion, probing, finding.
completing.”?

More than any other medium, collage has,
throughout the twentieth century, united artists
with otherwise widely varying aesthetic intents.
Their embrace of the medium-—of its inherent
freedomn, of its nonhierarchical inclusion of a wide
range of materials—speaks to the fact that collage
has served as a shared conduit through which
artists have striven to come to terms with an in-
creasingly materialized, consumer-based society:
with the rapidity, the disposability. the abundance
cf the twentieth century.

Artistic Investigations:
The Integration of New Materials
in Twentieth-Century Collage

Georges Braque's Stll Life with Vielin of 1912 and
Black and White Collngz of 1913 (cat. nos. 1,2) are
among the strongest examples of early Cubist pa-
pier col'. In these works, charcoal, graphite, and
fine laid papers intermingle with faux bois wallpa-
per and cheap, brown wove papers to form intrigu-
ing mixtures of traditional and nontraditional me-
dia. Though quite different, each is constructed of
no more than four pasted elements and only one
or two drawing media, and thus {s representative
of Braque's pared-down papier collé vocabulary—
a quality practically unrivalled in collage of the
twentieth century until Rabert Motherwell.

Through its optical inversion of drawn and past-
ed elements, Black and White Collage (plate 1) cles-
erly addresses Synthetic Cubism's concern with the
manipulation of illusion and reality. At the right of
the composition, what at first appears to be a piece
of white paper {representing a sheet of music) ad-
hered onto a black ground [representing a guitar
ot other stringed instrument), is in reality a form
drawn directly on the fine white laid (Ingres) papi-
er collé support. The collaged element is actually the
sheet of .paintcd black paper, notched out to create
the illusion of the white paper overlay. By sirictly
limiting s palette to black and white papers and
black and white chalks, Braque exploited this posi-
tive/negative, figure/ground reversal to confound
the viewer’s expectations abowt the depicted versus
the actual. Foreground and background are further
confused by the artist’s use of chalk overdrawing:
his continuation of drawn forms from the black
onto the white ground through a simple switch
from white to black chalk. In this papier collé, the
flatness of the picture plane prevails: everything and
yet nothing is on the surface—ali elements appear
to hover just above or just beneath. 1t was such
manipulations of artifice and reality that caused
many to mistakenly describe Braque's papiers coilés
as trompe Poeils, and led Braque to object emphati-
cally in 1917: “The papiers collds, the imitation wood—
and other elemnenis of the same nature—which i
have used in certain drawings, also make their ef-
fect through the simplicity of the facts, and it is this
that has led peeple to confuse themn with trompe-
Voell, of which they are precisely the opposite. They
too are simple facts, but created by the mind and
such that they are one of the justifications of a new
figuration in space.” 7 Composed of two colors (black
and white}, two media {black chalk and white chalk),
and two types of paper (painted black wove paper
on a white laid paper support), Braque's papier collé
is remarkably complex despite its disarmingly
simple palette.
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